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POETRY: A Magazine of Verse 

MODERN GERMAN POETRY 
I 

In the notes which follow, I shall touch briefly upon some 
aspects of modern German poetry, suggesting the problems 
which beset the poets, and indicating as far as possible, the 
line upon which they have approached their task. A consid- 
eration of a poet's outlook is of primary importance, because, 
other things being equal, it is upon this that the value of his 
work and its chances of survival ultimately depend. 

Europe has been chary of admitting the existence of a 
German culture. France, ever jealous of art and letters 
outside her borders, has shrugged her shoulders contemptu- 
ously. England, suspicious of anything she cannot readily 
understand, has been consistently skeptical. Nevertheless, 
there can be no possible doubt of the reality of German 
culture; and, in the light of present events, it would be 
interesting to study this culture more profoundly and compare 
it with the achievements of other European countries and 
with the culture of America. 

For the outstanding feature of German culture is the fact 
that it is the exclusive possession of a small class. The culture 
of other lands is the possession of the whole nation. In 
England it is handed down the classes feudalwise. Born 
in the upper classes, which set the standard, it is enthusias- 
tically caught up through snobbism by each class beneath, 
which gets as near to the standard as possible. As the 
English are conservative, progress though steady is slow, and 
the last lines are relatively not so far behind. In France 
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and Italy their culture is an inherited tradition, as much 
the birthright of the hairdresser as of the litterateur. In 
Germany, culture is the monopoly of the professional thinking 
classes — not what we call the professional classes, but a 
class which has officially adopted thought as a profession. The 
German intellect is capable of intense thought and unremit- 
ting labor, and this small class has attained to a very high 
state of culture. It is a strange, self-conscious thing, their 
culture; heavy, laden with accumulated evidence, encyclo- 
paedic, full of curious disproportions. The German savants 
have a mania for cataloguing, for filing, for reducing the 
most abstract speculation to scientific form. They are at 
once clerical and esoteric in their outlook. They acquire all 
the available knowledge greedily, but they often use it 
unintelligently, and they have absolutely no humor. Never- 
theless, the results of their labor are important and eminently 
worthy of study. 

But just because the thinking class is so small, and so 
immeasurably in advance of the rest of the population, it has 
very little influence on the nation's life. This is especially 
true in that phase of its activities which finds expression in 
art. This is, moreover, its least admirable phase, for the 
German genius has always shown itself more philosophic and 
scientific than aesthetic. The arts, with the obvious excep- 
tion of music, have not flourished in Germany for centuries. 
Since the days of German Gothic, Germany's painting has 
been negligible, and the modern revival has produced singu- 
larly uninspired results. The reasons for this are similar 
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to the reasons for the comparative failure of the main mass 

of modern German poetry, and must be attributed partly 

to the isolated position of the artists, who form a small 

portion of the thinking class, and partly to the frantic efforts 

they have been forced to make to produce quickly an art 

which shall be worthy of the new Germany, both in extent 

and character. Modern Germany has demanded an art as 

glittering and imposing as her army, and on the same scale. 

The artists have felt themselves bound to demonstrate that 

centuries of artistic achievement count for nothing, and that 

a systematized effort can create a harvest without seed. The 

poets have the same duty imposed upon them. They have 

in fact not only to produce a harvest without seed, but to 

destroy weeds in plenty before they start. For their tradition 

is overgrown with sentimeritalism, and no conditions could 

be more unfavorable to fine art than those in which the 

modern poets in Germany have found themselves. 

By modern German poetry, I mean poetry written within 

the last forty years; that is, within the period synchronising 

with the consolidation of modern Germany, with the rise 

of the Krupp factory, the army and the war party, and with 

Germany's commercial expansion. A poet would be inevitably 

influenced by this environment. But he would as inevitably 

be influenced by the poetical tradition of this country. The 

German tradition in poetry, as in all the arts, has been, as I 

have said, intensely sentimental, from the days when Walter 

von der Vogelweide sang: 

Unter den linden 
An der Heide 
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Da unser zweier bette was, 

Da muget ir vinden 

Schoene beide 

Gebrochen bluomen unde gras. 

Vor dem walde in einem tal 

Tandaradei 

Schoene sane diu nachtegal. 

The modern poet can find no vitality in his country's 
verse until he reaches the lyrics of Heine the Jew. The 
classical period he finds obsessed with the sentimental melan- 
choly which appeared for centuries the outstanding feature 
of the national character. It was perhaps partly due to the 
undeniably melancholy character of the German landscape, 
or perhaps to a fundamental passivity in the German character 
when allowed to develop on its own lines freely. However 
that may be, the modern poet found the German tradition 
sentimental, and if he was a well-educated young man he 
was bound to respect it. Here, however, his dilemna began. 
For he was surrounded hy a generation which cast aside the 
sentimental tradition, and cried out for a new Germany of 
howitzers and cut prices, and which called for an up-to-date 
culture to keep pace with it. He was between the devil and 
the deep, deep sea! 

The poets set to work to solve the problem in various 
ways. Some of them, such as Dehmel, Dauthendey, Hille, 
George, decided to be good and stick to the tradition, and 
they won themselves thereby a reputation and perhaps some 
gold. Others compromised. Their high priest is Liliencron 
— Detlev Freiherr von Liliencron — who conceived the 
ingenious plan of writing sentimental verses about soldiers. 
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I have not yet struck the poet who wept gently over a falling 
market, but I doubt not he exists. Others flung in their lot 
with the modern spirit. They would sing no more of smiling 
harvests, or of gloomy forests beneath the moon, or of 
mothers suckling infants at their breast; they would sing of 
the life in a Grosse Stadt, of trams and American bars, and 
ladies of the demi-monde. 

O komml O komm, Geliebte! In der Bar 
Verrat der Mixer den geheimsten Tip. 
Und tiberirdisch, himmlisch steht dein Haar, 
Zur Rotlichkeit des Cherry-Brandy-Flip. 

Thus sings Ernst Blass in Der Kondor (Eine rigorose 
Sammlung radikaler Strophen), which appeared from 
Heidelberg in 1912, and in which a number of these up-to- 
date young men published their poems. In a year or two this 
book will be curiously out of date. Its most ultra-modern 
flashes will ring as strangely as a man writing today of "the 
fierce speed of the bicycle." Yet it is worth reading in spite 
of its vulgarity and its silliness, for here we find some real 
vitality strangely misapplied, and some experiments in versi- 
fication, essays in vers libre, and attempts at new methods 
of expression. Take the following, which presents the 
poet's emotions at three o'clock in the morning: 

Boses Stampfen! (Vom Lauschen, vom Warten. . . . ) 

Griinliches Hammern, wie in der Chlorof orm-Narkose ! 

Ein Pumpwerk zerstosst die Nacht. 

Drohnt. 

Mein Herz explodiert. 

Die Angst arbeitet rhythmisch, exakt. 

Aus einer Rohre, einem Trichter (einer Trompete?) 
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Fliesst schleimiger Schein: 

Das morastgelbe Licht der Welt — meiner Welt. 

Der Lichtkegel trifft mein Ohr. 

Leider bin ich verdammt, aus diesem schmutzigen Licht Angst 

zu pulsen, den Schein in Grauen zu transformieren, in 

Sentiments, in Elend-Quartsch. 
Das dauert gewiss bis zum Grauen der Dammerung hinter den 

Gardinen. 
(O: das gute Angelus-Lauten ! 
Hirten auf dem Felde, 
Kartoffelbauern auf dem Felde Millets ! 
Liebe Demut ihres gebeugten Ruckens ! ) 
. . . Ich bin einer, der nicht in Betracht kommt. 
Kein Leben, keine Schminke urn mich. 
Nur die Angst meine Dame. 
(Blicke kratzten, stachen mich, 
Ich schriee, stampfte — hautlos ich.) 
. . . Nur verschrumpfte Gebete gelingen, 
Keine Gebet-Kunstwerke. 

Eine Schmach ists, von der Angst erlost sein zu wollen, 
Eine Schmach ists, gliicklicher sein zu wollen, als ausserst 

unglucklich 
Es irritiert die geringste geglikkte . . . Harmonic 
. . . Warum nicht das aiisserste? 
Das isolierte Brennen heiliger Nervenspitzen, letzter Nahrung 

des Brandes? 
Zuckende Reserven, ziingelnd im Dampf, im Krampf. ^ 
. . . Ubrigens bin ich durchaus im stande, den Ablaut soldier 

Empfindungen briisk zu unterbrechen, "Amerikanismus" 

anzuordnen und, mit einer Cigarette, kiihlsten Herzens 

weiterzulesen in Henri Beyles, Le Rouge et le Noir. 
Selbstverstandlich. 
Die Lampe brennt ja noch. 

Here we have a daring attempt by Ferdinand Hardekopf. 
Its weakness is its exotic character. It is all frankly deriva- 
tive, a German copy of a French model. It is Guillaume 
Apollinaire dressed up in the Friedrichstrasse, and it has 
much of the affected babbling of a blase youth without 
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experience. Moreover there is much in it to sadden us. For 
we see here traces of another aspect of the poet's dilemma. 

Isolation is a dangerous thing for highly strung sensi- 
bilities. The violent change in the outlook of the main mass 
of the German people in the last few generations, the change 
from the outlook of the traditional poets to the outlook of 
the Crown Prince and the Handelsbank, has had disastrous 
results upon personalities too thin-skinned to adapt them- 
selves, and neurosis is today a real danger, destroying the 
best brains in the country. We find this expressed in the 
plays of Wedekind, and no class is more affected by it than 
the litterateurs. In Der Kondor we have poems which are 
the expression of minds turned inward upon themselves, re- 
volving in a vicious circle, as much out of touch with the root- 
springs of life as with modern German civilization. Poor 
ailing creatures, with pale fingers and sunken cheeks, voicing 
their obsessions in a cafe. 

But over and above the main body of poets, who have 
succumbed to the equivocal position of the poet in modern 
German society, one or two men stand out who have over- 
come their difficulties. [To be concluded.] 

Reginald H. Wilenski 

FRENCH POETS AND THE WAR 

How many young writers, how many poets, will be cut 
down by the war in the flower of their life. There has 
been a good deal of talk of Peguy, killed at the battle of 
the Marne, where he commanded a company as officer de 
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